- BILL SCHWARZ'S ACME GUIDE TO - 

marxism, ideology, gramsci and hegemony 

1/ 'CLASSICAL' MARXIST CONCEPTIONS OF IDEOLOGY 

Ideology - in Marxist debates has precise and definite meanings. 
Traditionally, it has been used to denote the works and practices of 
intellectual and artistic activity with two important implications: 

1/Class^cally, the Marxist theory of ideology involves the proposition that 
all tke cultural practices that 'signify' - e.g. music, religion, 
philosophy, language, art, literature, etc. - are at least partly 
determined by the social relations that govern the organisation of economic 
production within any given society (i.e. the base/superstructure 
argument). 

A statement of this principle is found in Marx's 'preface' to A 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy : 

'The mode of production of material life determines the general 
character of the social, political and spiritual processes of life. 
It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but 
on the contrary, their social being determines their consciousness'. 

(Marx and Engels later corrected the impression that economic forces were 
the only active determining principle in society and this theme has been 
taken up even more strongly by their heirs. Now the most common 
formulation is that ideological forms and relationships are 'relatively 
autonomous' in relation to economic relationships - influenced by them, 
yes, but also influenced by other considerations - hence giving rise to 
consequences that cannot be derived from their dependency on economic 
relationships alone. 

SO - the base/superstructure relationship is still seen as important but 
is not conceived in any straight-forward, direct, 'deterministic' way.) 

2/ the term 'ideology' imputes a political role and effectivity to all 
forms of culture - art, religion, literature, etc. etc. - - So, in these 
terms all forms of culture can be said to be 'ideological' in the sense 
that they signify reality in different and particular ways. 

- BUT , these different ways of making sense of the world are not ranked 
equally. Some groups have greater power to get their view of the world 
accepted as the 'correct' view. According to Marx, this greater 
'ideological' power is possessed by those groups which have control over 
the means of production (i.e. the economic base) - these groups have 
greater economic power, hence they have greater ability to get their ideas 
accepted as the 'correct' ideas about the world. Marx gives the classic 
formulation of this principle in The German Ideology : 

'The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: 
i.e. the class which is the ruling material force of the society, is 
at the same time its ruling intellectual force'. 
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2/ DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS OF MARX'S NOTION OF IDEOLOGY 


\ 


- In this important passage from The German Ideology it is important tr 
remember that Marx is almost certainly talking at a high level o 
abstraction, making some very general points about the operation of idea 
in society. When he came to examine some concrete examples of actua 
historical moments he was much less deterministic and 'mechanistic' in hi v 
approach. 

BUT - some people have tended to interpret this statement quite literally 
arguing that the economic base determines the ideological superstrueture 
directly and unproblematically - that all the elements in the 
superstructure are a straight-forward reflection of the economic base. 
This approach is a very dogmatic form of Marxism (often termed 'ECONOMISM' 
by its critics) and leads to a very mechanistic and deterministic approach 
to political and historical change, relating everything back directly ana 
unproblematically to the economic base and allowing no degree of autonomy 
to superstructural elements. 

- Today, some Marxists still maintain this kind of 'vulgar' interpretation 
of Marxist theory but they tend to be in the minority. Most contemporary 
Marxists no longer maintain a position of 'economic determinism' but favour 
an approach in which superstructural elements are influenced by the 
economic base but aren't determined by it in any simple, direct, 
'reflective' way. From this more complex perspective, rather than being 
reduced to the reflection of economic relationships, superstructural 
elements can actively influence and have consequences for economic and 
political relationships. In this interpretation of Marxist theory many 
contemporary Marxists have found it useful to draw on the ideas of the 
Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci. 

3/ ANTONIO GRAMSCI AND THE NOTION OF HEGEMONY . 

ANTONIO GRAMSCI (1891-1937) - 

- Born in Sardinia (in middle class family fallen on hard times). 

- at 20 won a scholarship to study at University in Turin. 

- became an active political journalist. 

became one of the leaders of the Italian Communist Party at a time 
when Mussolini and the Fascists were coming to power. 

1926, arrested and sent to prison. Spent ten years in prison, died 
after a long illness. 

- Gramsci understood cultural and ideological practices in terms of their 
existing within the antagonistic relations between 2 fundamental classes 
in capitalist society - the working classes and the bourgeoisie - so he was 
essentially a radical Marxist. 

- But where Gramsci is important is in his argument that the cultural and 
ideological relations between the bourgeoisie and the working classes are 
less about the 'domination' of the latter by the former than they are about 
the struggle between the two classes for hegemony 

HEGEMONY = the moral, cultural, intellectual and thereby political 
leadership of the whole of society. - all the processes whereby a 
fundamental social group can achieve 'leadership' in society. 
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- Gramsci argues that a class can only become 'hegemonic' (leading) by 
making some accommodation to (i.e. making some 'space' for) opposing 
cultures and values. 

SO - in these terms, bourgeois hegemony is secured NOT by obliterating 
subordinate cultures but by ARTICULATING them to bourgeois culture and 
ideology. Gramsci argued that a dominant class maintains its position of 
dominance (i.e. its hegemony) not simply through economic power and 
coercive force but through producing a world-view, a philosophy and a moral 
outlook which subordinate groups are persuaded to accept (and it is this 
dimension of 'intellectual and moral' leadership that is missing in more 

'vulg^JV forms of Marxism). 

> 

[ THUS - in the process of accommodation - 

1/ 'bourgeois' culture and ideology ceases to be 'purely' bourgeois, rather 
it becomes a combination of cultural and ideological elements derived from 
different class locations which become affiliated to bourgeois values, 
interests and objectives 

2/ subordinate groups never encounter or are oppressed by a dominant 
ideology in any 'pure' or 'essentialist'form - bourgeois ideology is 
encountered only in the compromised form it must adopt in order to 
accommodate subordinate interests. - what subordinate groups consent to is 
a negotiated version of ruling class culture and ideology. ] 

O.K. but how does Gramsci sav this process actually takes place in society? 

- Gramsci recognised that the economic area and economic classes were very 
important but he opposed economism, arguing that it neglected the role 
played by major areas of society in establishing power and exercising 
hegemony. In this respect Gramsci argued that the state and the 
institutions of civil society were of vital importance. 

SO - in Gramsci's work 3 important areas emerge - 

i/ the 'economic' - the dominant mode of production at a particular 
time, i.e. the technical means of production and the relations of 
different social classes to these means of production. 

ii/ the 'state' - the more coercive forces that exist within a society 

- the police and the armed forces, together with the state-funded 
bureaucracies (the civil service, legal, welfare, and educational 
institutions etc.). 

iii/ 'civil society' - this the realm of 'consent' and 'free will'. 
It is made up of the other parts of society, those areas that are 
neither a part of the processes of material production nor part of the 
state-funded organisations but are relatively long-lasting 
organisations and run by people outside the other two major areas - 
this would include such things as religious organisations (other than 
those that are entirely state-funded and state-controlled), the major 
means of communication (through their status can be ambiguous - 
broadcasting institutions may depend on state-funding), all the 
numerous organisations that are formed outside the state bureaucracies 

- women's groups, youth groups, sports groups, environmental groups 
etc, etc. 
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- The line dividing 'the state' from 'civil society' is continually 
shifting and is constantly re-adjusting over time, though the division 
itself remains an important distinction. ' 

- There have been many arguments about the nature of the relationship that 
exists between i/, ii/, and iii/. - varying from rigid economic determinism 
(arguing that the economic base determines the ideological structures of 
the state and civil society) to a conception of the three elements as being 
totally independent of one another. 

- Attempts to generate an intermediate position (i.e. that the economic 
base determines the superstructure 'in the last instance' though the state 
and civil society retain an important degree of 'relative autonomy') have 
not been easy to sustain. Such an argument tends to gravitate to one end 
or other of the spectrum - either the economic element does operate in a 
way that determines the state and civil society or the components in state 
and civil society have almost total autonomy and can produce changes in the 
economic area. 

But - perhaps Gramsci's notion of hegemony and all that it entails offer 
us a way to begin to formulate a position which sees the economic base as 
important but never completely determinant. 

MOREOVER - hegemony is never a permanent situation. It is only ever a 
temporary equilibrium which is continually being contested and challenged. 
It is a process rather than a final result - a final and ultimate hegemony 
can never be achieved, it has to be continually striven for and maintained 
and is always a site of struggle. 

This obviously moves away from the 'ruling class'/'ruling ideas' 
proposition in Marx's The German Ideology . It is far closer to Marx's 
later work in which he acknowledged the existence of a degree of autonomy 
in superstructural elements: 

'Men make their own history, but they do not make it exactly as they 
please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, 
but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted 
from the past' Marx, The Eichteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte p.225. 

In fact, in formulating his notion of hegemony, Gramsci was drawing upon 
the criticisms of economism begun by Marx himself in such works as The 
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte and The Class Struggles in France . 

SO ~ BASICALLY. WHAT WAS GRAMSCI GOING ON A30UT ? 


- Generally speaking, what Gramsci seems to have been arguing is that one 
class succeeds in dominating another (achieving a hegemonic position) 
through, a combination of political and ideological means. Political force 
(coercion) is obviously always important, but Gramsci argues that the role 
of ideology might be even more important in the way dominant groups win the 
consent of subordinate groups to their rule. 

- The balance between consent and coercion will vary from one society to 
another (e.g. in South Africa the role of coercive force may be more 
significant than in Britain where the role of ideology may be more 
important). 
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- For Gramsci the state generally tended to be the main instrument of 
coercive force whereas the institutions of civil society (e.g. the family, 
the Church, trade unions, etc.) were more important in struggles over 
ideology. SO, - as a general rule, in a society where the institutions of 
'civil society 7 are more prominent the more likely it is that hegemony in 
this society is achieved through ideological means (e.g. Britain in the 
1990 7 s). 

- To maintain its hegemony a ruling group must attract support from other 
(often subordinate) groups. SO, to a certain extent, a ruling group will 
have tg Represent the interests of these groups (or at least convince them 
that their interests are being represented). This has been termed an 
'equilibrium of compromise 7 . - In these terms no ideology is totally 
unified or homogeneous but is inevitably made up of many (often 
conflicting) elements. Hegemony, then is the way these elements hang 
together in a relative, though never complete unity. 

- In these terms ideology neither 'descends from above 7 nor 'emanates from 
below 7 but is, rather, the result of complex forms of negotiation between 
various groups. A 'hegemonic 7 group is one that has been able to 
successfully articulate the interests of other groups to its own by means 
of this ideological struggle and negotiation. 

- BUT, it is always important to remember that hegemony can never be final 
and complete, it must continually be won and re-won. This is because the 
consciousness of subordinate groups is inevitably contradictory - on the 
one hand there is obviously going to be the influence of the ideology of 
the dominant class but on the other hand there will always be a more 
subversive ideology derived from the material experiences of living in an 
unequal and exploitative society. 

- this second element will always and inevitably feature within the 
consciousness of subordinate groups and can never be totally eradicated by 
the dominant ideology. 

Many people have considered that the writings of Gramsci offer a more 
satisfactory way of understanding the type of advanced capitalist society 
that exists in the late 20th century and offer some way of developing a’ new 
and coherent type of radical politics. 

Gramsci 7 s ideas have been especially influential in the field of cultural 
studies and in the analysis of popular culture in particular. 


-s 
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